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The Visionary Aspects of Iris Murdoch's Philosophy
Heather Widdows
It is not unusual to describe Iris Murdoch as a 'visionary' or to imply such a description. For example, I used the term in The Moral Vision of Iris Murdoch 1 and others have spoken of her as trying to '"get us to see" an alternative', 2 to 'persuade us that the picture should be changed'; 3 and as offering an 'imaginative picture, largely old yet very refreshing'. 4 All of these phrases suggest a new 'vision', yet, despite the frequency with which such terms have been applied to Murdoch, little attention has been given to what exactly is being claimed. This essay will redress this omission and interrogate three possible interpretations of Murdoch as a 'visionary'. First, a comparative understanding: 'visionary' used in preference to another term, for example 'visionary' rather than ' philosopher'. Second, 'visionary' used to describe someone who offers a new insight or perspective or enables new issues to come to the fore or old issues to be seen anew. Third, drawing on its esoteric and religious connotations, 'visionary' as akin to 'prophet'. In this final reading a visionary does not just offer new insight, but claims that new insights require new ways of living and constitute an imperative to action. This essay will take each of these possible understandings of visionary in turn and consider how far they apply to Murdoch.
Visionary as comparative marker
First, I will consider visionary as a comparative term to show that Murdoch is not a philosopher 'in the usual sense' (MV, p. 159). Here all that is being claimed is that Murdoch's philosophy is significantly different from the philosophies of her contemporaries and this difference merits demarcation. This is true in three distinguishable ways which will be addressed in turn: first, she uses unusual sources for contemporary philosophy; second, she writes in unusual ways for a philosopher of the analytical tradition; and third, she addresses neglected issues and argues that these are the proper concern of philosophy.
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First, Murdoch does not rely on the usual philosophical sources. Rather she draws on the whole of lived experience, philosophy and literature to make her claims. Accordingly she expects the reader to know the works and arguments of philosophers from the pre-Socratics to Derrida, and to be familiar with the canon of Western literature, from Dante to the existentialist novels of her contemporaries, as well as to have some awareness of theology, art and world religions. Moreover, not only does she expect the reader to have knowledge of these diverse thinkers, books and perspectives, but she also moves between genres and examples swiftly and without explanation. It is not an exaggeration to say that Murdoch moves from Derrida, to Plato, to Wittgenstein via Moore, Hegel, Kripke, Hume and Kant with references to Dorothy Richardson, Virginia Woolf, James Joyce in the space of a few paragraphs (MGM, p. 258). Taken together these tendencies distinguish Murdoch from the self-referential and narrow tendencies of analytic philosophy.
Second, Murdoch's style is unusual. Rather than present systematic, clear and focused arguments Murdoch talks 'around' issues from many different angles. She uses arguments that work by analogy and by appeals to experience rather than by analysis. This lack of clear argument is a constant criticism of her philosophy. For example, Martha Nussbaum comments on the 'disappointing absence both of sustained argument and of close examination of particular texts'. 6 Moreover, Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals -Murdoch's last philosophical work of over 500 pages -almost caused despair among reviewers (despite their praise for the breadth of her topics). For instance, one commentator said 'one cannot help but have the impression that Murdoch spent less time crafting the argument of this book than she does in crafting the story line and characters of her novels'; 7 and another that 'Murdoch's presentation of her views calls to mind a person going into various shops, looking over the merchandise and making comments to a friend about the merits, demerits, and usefulness of the items on display.'
